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Chapter Twelve

The Library in Ruins
Digital Collections and the Idea of the University

Joshua Synenko

“Will we continue for long to use the word library for a place that essentially
no longer collects together a store of books?” (Derrida, Paper Machine, 7)
This question is now more important than ever as digital holdings become
ubiquitous at university libraries. The digital turn has recently extended to
Trent University, a small Canadian liberal arts research institution located in
southwestern Ontario. In 2018, in cooperation with the Internet Archive’s
Open Library, Trent announced plans to digitize the vast majority of its
collection as part of an ambitious $18 million renovation of Bata Library,
housed in a flagship building along the Otonabee River. The University has
deselected 50 percent of the Library’s print collection to make way for a
Research and Innovation Centre, which involves retrofitting the space with a
number of technologically enhanced rooms, including a maker space and a
data visualization center, and promoting greater collaboration among stu-
dents and faculty. According to a page on “Bata: Library of the Future”:
“Priority will be given to materials that: respond to current and identified
future needs for teaching, learning and research; historically important and
unique collections; materials where dependable alternate formats (e.g. digital
or microform) are not available; items which are only available at Trent; and
more.” The rhetoric of progress is clearly evident in Trent’s promotional
material regarding its library renovation. Undoubtedly, however, it appears
that responding with nostalgia to the materiality of books and the art of
reading is misplaced, as we ought to acknowledge that there are tangible
benefits associated with renovating libraries and equipping them with some
of the latest technologies, and transforming their infrastructures to meet the
demands of a new generation of knowledge producers. On the other hand,
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quoting Shannon Mattern, “one key misperception of those who proclaim the
library’s obsolescence is that its function as a knowledge institution can be
reduced to its technical services and information offerings.” She cites repeat-
ed efforts by technologists and influencers to boldly rethink knowledge itself
as aligned with “smooth,” “smart,” “open,” and “monetizable” access and
delivery systems. Mattern herself arrives at conclusions that are quite differ-
ent from this apparent consensus, arguing that “libraries are infrastructures
not only because they are ubiquitous and persistent, but also, and primarily,
because they are made of interconnected networks.” The library is a multi-
faceted “social infrastructure” in addition to being a repository of new tech-
nologies and competing monetary interests. She asks, “What ideas, values
and social responsibilities can we scaffold within the library’s material sys-
tems—its walls and wires, shelves and servers?” (Mattern)
Aligned with Mattern’s concerns, Trent’s specific allusion to the progres-

sive development of knowledge conceived as innovation, and the implied
assumption that advancing in knowledge can be realized mainly with the
help of digital tools, ought to arouse hesitation or even suspicion. At the very
least, this allusion bears traces of a generations-long effort at neoliberalizing
modern institutions at the expense of more lofty aims and ideas. Following
Bill Readings in The University in Ruins, an argument could be made that the
digitization of library holdings is just one element in a broader strategy of
reframing university knowledge as a means to an end, in which “the digital”
becomes a salve for the movement of capital and efficient knowledge trans-
fer. Evoking the founding Ideas of the University as elaborated upon by
diverse thinkers associated with modernity (including Immanuel Kant, in his
Conflict of the Faculties, and John Henry Newman, in The Idea of a Univer-
sity), Readings suggests that Culture, though it was historically represented
by a set of founding principles derived from systems of knowledge aligned
with Literature or Philosophy, is now vulnerable to a process of “dereferen-
tialization” (17), which implies that universities (and their libraries) increas-
ingly take on contradictory social, cultural and political roles.
Readings was not alone in his attempt at alerting us to the discontinuities

that underlie supposedly progressive models of knowledge and pedagogy. In
an article titled “In the Wake of Cultural Studies: Globalization, Theory, and
the University,” Tilottama Rajan highlights the epistemological issues relat-
ed to these shifts. She describes an historic challenge to the framework of
encyclopedic thought, which is derived from 18th- and 19th-century knowl-
edge systems and reveals contemporary knowledge systems’ historical depth.
In describing these systems and their relations, Rajan proposes that a shift
has occurred from the ancient “circle of learning” (encylos peidia) that in-
spired them toward an “inclusive vagueness” (70), which belies the pervasive
culturalism dominating today’s universities. Building on this suggestion, in
Death of a Discipline, Gayatri Spivak emphasizes the political implications
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involved when an institution is driven by a brand of culturalism that is
fundamentally “metropolitan,” “monolingual” and even “narcissistic” (20).
Like Readings, who passionately argued for an affirmation of “dissensus” as
a model for cultural knowledge in the postmodern university, Spivak makes a
plea for those in the humanities and social sciences to renew their apprecia-
tion for “language and idiom” (70).
Obviously, it would require significant leaps to equate the rise of digital

holdings at university libraries and these broader epistemological and politi-
cal shifts. Yet larger structural issues like those mentioned above may indeed
play a role in the gradual dissipation of the university library’s traditional
roles. Certainly, the consequences of these changes may be unknown to
everyone affected by them. For example, given Trent’s “aim to promote
community and a sense of belonging” through their revitalization of Bata
Library, we might remember Jacques Derrida’s insistence that such lofty
aspirations are, properly speaking, “undecidable” and therefore subject to
messianic prescription, poetic apostrophe, and ethical encounter (Eyes of the
University 124). Despite this predicament, in the following I attempt to iso-
late five concrete aspects of the digital turn in university libraries and show
what makes them worthwhile to consider: place; subscription and citation;
acts of reading and reasoning; materialities beyond books; connectivity and
collective memory.

PLACE

Most of us have memories of traversing a university’s library stacks, delight-
ing in the sense of unpredictability that comes with encountering new titles.
For Walter Benjamin, the act of scanning from one title to the next within the
space of the library elicits a certain excitement and even “anticipation” (59)
regarding the content of books unknown to us. By simply being present
among the library’s books, we, as prospective readers, are able to participate
in the joys associated with collecting, whether as creators of our own librar-
ies or as borrowers. In either case, our physical presence within the library
gives us an opportunity to indulge in the promise of “renewal” (Benjamin 61)
that comes with acquiring books, with “the locking of individual items within
a magic circle” (60). On this basis, following Benjamin, perhaps the travers-
ing, and, therefore, “unpacking” of the library with our human perceptual
capabilities is crucial to the formation of narratives and theories, allowing the
spark of creativity to flourish. Does the digital truly represent a fundamental
challenge to this time-honored tradition? It is well known that Benjamin
spent most of his last remaining days obsessively turning over pages and
pouring over holdings in the Bibliothèque nationale de France. Without the
welcome intrusion of encountering books that are loosely associated with
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each other by this particular material fragment of an ordering system, The
Arcades Project might have been a task more unlikely to be achieved than it
already was. What would Benjamin have done in a place like Trent, where,
for a time, there was no library in the strict sense of the term?1
Moving from inside the walls of the library, flanked by shelves and ac-

companied by Benjamin’s sense of anticipation, to the outside of the build-
ing, which is composed of bricks and mortar, the location of the library has
long been an integral part of campus design. Mattern reminds us that “we
must acknowledge the library’s role as a civic landmark—a symbol of what a
community values highly enough to place on a prominent site.” At the Uni-
versity of Virginia in Charlottesville, for example, the library is situated
within the dome of a Rotunda, which is flanked by residency buildings
outlined by a treed interior in U-formation. For its designer, Thomas Jeffer-
son, the university campus was a place that should adhere to the principles of
Enlightenment thought, and, as such, the symbol of knowledge—the book—
ought to be nearest to the source of natural light. Through the medium of
print, in this case, the light reflects both the purity of thought and the need for
judicious scientific inquiry. Having situated the library, the house of a print
collection, at the epicenter of his design of the campus, Jefferson appears to
have encouraged both students and teachers alike to absorb the knowledge of
their peers by speaking together in the surrounding Commons, to act as
plants, debating matters of the day in a setting that is highly naturalistic and
yet pedagogical in it aims. Barring recent attempts to cloud this admittedly
gilded past with the intrusions of organized racism,2 Jefferson’s architectural
vision has endured, inspiring the designers of Toronto’s York University,
Beijing’s Tsinghua University, and beyond.
What promise of place does “Bata: Library of the Future” hold? What sort

of community vision is being encouraged through the massive deselection of
Bata’s print collection? What does knowledge mean for a university when
innovation is the exclusive horizon? Evoking Jean-François Lyotard’s state-
ments of forewarning regarding the “incredulity to metanarratives” (xxiv)
that characterizes the postmodern condition, Alan Liu suggests that “knowl-
edge work [today] is not just indifferent to humanistic knowledge, it opposes
it on principle” (6). On the other hand, though Lyotard’s and Liu’s state-
ments are compelling reminders of the danger involved in losing the human-
istic ideals that have at least reputedly driven humanistic knowledge in the
past, the chief renovators of Bata Library have a different vision of human-
ism, one that creates pride in place such that humanistic engagements can
once again be encouraged and even defended. Perhaps technical knowledge
should not be paired with the unscrupulous demand for efficiencies, as Lyo-
tard saw it, but rather as a humanist’s emergency response to rapidly chang-
ing epistemic conditions, and therefore as an imaginative rethinking of what
knowledge-making ideals best represent the community. This, too, may
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prove to be just as utopian as the former position, especially if we consider
the administrator’s disdain for the book.

SUBSCRIPTION AND CITATION

Who, then, has the power to truly execute the purge, and who has the exper-
tise to determine what ought to be purged, and therefore to comply with an
executive order? Immediately upon hearing news that decisions had been
made to halve the library’s collection, Trent faculty were faced with the
expectation of making informed decisions around the specific books that
ought to go. Around this time, a rumor circulated that books considered to be
unpopular, or those that hadn’t been taken out for a period of twenty years,
would be immediately removed. Anxieties were expressed about the intellec-
tual vacuum that would be left by the severed collection, especially given the
prolonged uncertainly about its future. Books that dealt with the least con-
temporaneous subjects and books written in languages other than English
were among the most vulnerable. Some of the least popular books were
squirreled away in faculty offices, which contributed to a defensive attitude
towards the administration. Meanwhile, a debate started to form among the
faculty who had been delegated responsible for managing the deselection.
Should faculty be expected to earmark books for removal, to employ their
disciplinary expertise for a suicide mission? What sense of fairness could be
met, particularly among faculty situated in humanistic fields that have long
been pushed into a state of decline? More broadly, who could speak in
consequential ways about the Gramscian dimensions involved in the facul-
ty’s subaltern role to carry forward decisions made both against their wishes
and in their name?
Moreover, alongside the debates that emerged surrounding the labor of

the purge, the situation at Trent opened up another set of questions regarding
the monetizing lean of the digital holdings. Subscription services infuse new
temporal patterns into the act of book acquisition. Whereas the printed text
endures, the digital volume disappears automatically in lieu of a renewed
contractual agreement. Contrary to the now-known fate of the purged collec-
tion, and Open Library’s specific mandate to free knowledge from its pro-
prietary past, the institutionalized digital horizon reduces the textual source
to the simplified term limits of a monetary exchange. Certainly, the preva-
lence of the subscription service adds to the commoditization of knowledge
predicted by Readings and others. It also amplifies the role of texts that are
lucky enough to be deemed popular, as the well-trafficked volume will be
renewed by the University for time to come. Overall, the economy of the
subscription library bears a resemblance to the kind of gatekeeping activities
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that have long been strongly present inside the disciplinary regimes of the
institution: cite or perish.

ACTS OF READING AND REASONING

Additional questions arise in terms of the data that subscription service
agents collect from users, and the matter of who in particular has legal access
to that information, and for what purposes it can be applied. Beneath even
this additional layer of questioning is the fact that digitization affects the act
of reading. Certainly, we accept that reading formats have diversified in the
digital age and for good reason. We have accommodated ourselves to reading
across formats and across media. By offering larger collections of online
books and academic journals as well as new media services, Bata Library is
banking on the assumption that students prefer to consume their products
online. And they’re not alone; as funding by the Social Sciences and Human-
ities Research Council (SSHRC) has shown, funding models have gradually
drifted toward open access, but also fundamentally toward the digital. While
priorities are undoubtedly shifting, reading online, the diversification of read-
ing formats, and the devices that are used to read have all dramatically
altered patterns of knowledge. This alteration plays out in terms of ongoing
speculation and concern regarding the attentional capacities and limits of
contemporary readers, the sensorial diversity of the material to which they
have grown accustomed, and the simultaneity of multichannel consumption.
Many writers have embraced the idea that literate culture is in decline and

that an emergent culture defined by electronic media is within the realm of
distinct possibility. For instance, Walter J. Ong famously speculated on elec-
tronic media (in particular, television) in terms of approximating a “secon-
dary orality” (120). Ong was correct in acknowledging that we live in a
media era that is increasingly defined by epistemic contradictions. Together
with Marshall McLuhan, he observed that individuality and individualism
are fast becoming less central to patterns of human behavior and that the
form our knowledge takes is becoming multitudinous, if not collaborative.
On the other hand, Ong’s work could lead us to the observation that we
express strongly held core beliefs associating print and writing in general
with durability and truth, but in ways that would have flummoxed early
readers of Plato’s Phaedrus. In those days, print, and writing in particular,
was evoked in connection with fixity, cruelty, artificiality and amnesia. Writ-
ing was considered to be unverifiable because it was disaffiliated from its
authors. It was dismissed because of its tendency to be erasable, to be ab-
stract or lacking context, and because of its vulnerability to manipulation. On
the other hand, since the turn of the last century, we have witnessed a rever-
sal of these assumptions. We commit to writing as a means with which to
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materialize our thought, and the thought of others, and yet we equally ac-
knowledge the increasing futility of these actions. We delight in the connec-
tive possibilities afforded by new media, and yet we also submit to the
concretization of national constitutions on vellum paper as if that were natu-
ral.
N. Katherine Hayles has approached some of the issues raised by elec-

tronic culture from the perspective of literacy. In “How We Read: Close,
Hyper, Machine,” Hayles challenges the assumption that literacy studies
have formed meaningful responses to the culture that surrounds digital me-
dia. She argues that traditional practices of textual interpretation––most not-
ably, close reading––have distinct benefits but cannot, in themselves, counter
some of the issues that are surfacing around literacy in particular. Hayles
rejects the elitism of literary studies for its incapacity to acknowledge the
protean alchemy of “hyperreading,” defined by her in connection with “fast
reading and sporadic sampling,” which is arguably a much stronger current
in popular cultural settings than the standard approaches to literary interpre-
tation. In other words, Hayles pushes back against the sensationalism and
alarm associated with this trend. Rather than characterize hyperreading as an
epidemic of illiteracy, she makes the argument that it can be extremely useful
in provoking new directions in literary methodology. Hyperreading thus “en-
ables a reader quickly to construct landscapes of associated research fields
and subfields; it shows ranges of possibilities; it identifies texts and passages
most relevant to a given query; and it easily juxtaposes many different texts
and passages” (66).
Digital hyperreading has many precedents in history. Elizabeth Eisenstein

has offered some clues into this process in The Printing Press as an Agent of
Change. Drawing from the past, Eisenstein focuses on the gradual transition
to a universal print age, arguing that the popularization of the printing press
brought with it a host of material and epistemic changes that have endured
for generations. The socialization of the printing house as a site of intellectu-
al creativity, the rise of commentators and critics, and the formalization of
organizational features—typographies, headings, tables of contents––are
now regarded as commonplace, and yet they were novelties prior to the
modern era. Similar observations have been made by David Robert Wills in
Dorsality: Thinking Back Through Technology and Politics, in which he
traces the origin of the diacritical markers that we now use to organize our
written thoughts. On the basis of historical interpretation, it is therefore con-
ceivable that the digital turn could influence design and production standards
in ways that would benefit readers immeasurably. Despite any prediction
fashioned from the past, however, it is increasingly clear that new frame-
works of reading will be introduced, and that new reading communities will
be formed in the process.
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MATERIALITIES BEYOND BOOKS

One of the most cherished formats of reading is the book. As Derrida pointed
out in Paper Machine, the shape of the book was never predetermined or
subject to teleological conditioning; it was instead brought into being through
a convergence of unforeseeable factors. Despite this sense of contingency,
however, Derrida further suggests that speculations on the future of the book
have been all-too-focused on its status as a material, or, more precisely, a
paper object. Alberto Manguel’s A History of Reading corroborates both
Eisenstein’s reflections on the printing press and Derrida’s on paper in ar-
guing that shape is an important factor when it comes to grappling with the
cultural power of books. Manguel observed that the very existence of books
has been a determinant factor for a host of social practices, and, correspond-
ingly, that the way books are used by readers affects their look over time. For
example, through a complex historical process, the prototype of the book, the
octavo print, powerfully realigned the dominant practices of knowledge crea-
tion almost as soon as it emerged. Yet the transition from octavo to Penguin
classic, for example, could never be determined as the result of a single
cause. Clearly, then, the fact that these contingencies exist may not have an
impact on our attachment to books, or, more generally, to printed documents.
The shape of books is never predetermined or teleological, as Derrida

mentioned. What, then, is the shape of books to come? For many historians,
looking ahead requires that we look back. As Lisa Gitelman observes, digital
reading formats are subject to remediation, and many digital formats try to
emulate printed documents. Gitelman, however, wants to take this observa-
tion a step further, arguing that the very fact that remediation occurs means
that we must strongly challenge any notion that we are entering an age
defined as “post-print.” In a noteworthy example, Gitelman describes the rise
of the PDF as one dominant way in which documents from the print era have
been digitally remediated. She writes that the PDF achieves “the look of
printedness” (115). Developed mainly in an effort to fix an interface problem
between screens and printers, the PDF was quickly picked up by corporations
seeking to find a solution for the need for material copies of work that existed
primarily in computers. Though PDF file formats are now ubiquitous and
used for many different purposes, it was initially designed to accommodate
the screen’s misapplication of the printer.
Gitelman does not take a neutral or disinterested view of the PDF’s inclu-

sion in a broader history of documents. Unlike the printing press and its
subaltern role in facilitating the development of print capitalism, she argues
that the PDF was designed from the start to economize the labor of paid
administrators, and therefore to facilitate the circulation––and sedimenta-
tion––of capital. In writing that the PDF is “the file-format equivalent of
bottled water” (131), Gitelman challenges the widespread perception that
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PDFs are value-free. On the other hand, the history of the PDF may provide
us with a conditional answer to Derrida’s question regarding the future of the
book. While new reading formats trigger epistemic consequences that far
outstrip any expectation we could possibly have for them, perhaps we can
better predict their outcomes by charting how such formats respond directly
to the past: the PDF, after all, is both a digital and print medium.

CONNECTIVITY AND COLLECTIVEMEMORY

Whatever direction we take in diagnosing the book’s predicament or its
future, the digital turn has certainly interfered with the practices associated
with individual and collective memory. Malcolm McCollough explores some
of the retention issues that arise when people have endured living in condi-
tions of “information superabundance” (27), a situation of permanent con-
nectivity that deters many from engaging with their actual surroundings or
the communities that populate them. Viral media––arguably the standard
method by which information circulates in such digital environments, and
mainly by the labor of its users––contributes to the sense that we live in what
Andreas Huyssen called a “culture of amnesia.” After all, viral media has a
short but intense life cycle. People do not often remember news events from
the year before, despite their sensational content. Taken as a whole, viral
media can be described as being disruptive, traumatic and even repressive,
and the extent to which it has shaped today’s episteme is not yet fully known.
For Andreas Huyssen, the 1990s signaled a shift in which the practices

associated with collective memory were presented as an antidote to the grow-
ing awareness of the past’s receding horizon. In grappling with the museum’s
resurgence during this period, for example, he argued that we must commit
to understanding the “success of the musealized past in an age that has been
accused time and again for its loss of a sense of history, its deficient memory,
its pervasive amnesia” (15). In turn, Andrew Hoskins builds on Huyssen’s
symptomatic reading in a way that frames the culture of connectivity through
the prism of a successive “memory boom” (15). Through constant connectiv-
ity, online activities require constant user participation, although admittedly
this engagement can be extremely passive at times. Nevertheless, for Hoskins
this phenomenon signals that we have entered a paradoxical historical mo-
ment in which, despite having more tools of remembrance than at any other
time in human history, we find ourselves increasingly losing our grip on a
sense of reality, which is conventionally anchored by the past.
Given this circumstance, Hoskins argues that “the connective turn” (3)

signals a fundamental transformation of the terms by which memory func-
tions, both for individuals and groups alike. He claims that with the perva-
siveness of digitally mediated social environments, memory has been slowly
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disaggregated from its traditional location in material repositories, such as
museums or libraries. It has blended with our affective and cognitive pro-
cesses and is therefore indistinguishable from the everyday. Given this obser-
vation, the distinction between memory and forgetting is even harder to
discern compared to the 1990s. As Hoskins concludes, “a new ontology for
memory studies is needed that is cognizant of media, and not as some partial
or occasional or temporary shaper of memory, but as fundamentally altering
what it is and what is possible to remember and to forget” (7).
What is the library’s role in guiding its users through these precarious

transformations? It is surely not an easy one, given the way a higher adminis-
tration person at Trent reportedly derided the unrenovated Bata Library as “a
museum of books.” What kind of infrastructure is a library without books?
Should we call it something else? Does it retain the well-earned historical
associations with knowledge creation and dissemination? With community
building and social cohesion? Or will the competing histories of the institu-
tion—together with the older and newer epistemic paradigms with which
they are connected—clash endlessly with each other?

NOTES

1. This question was first posed to me by a former student, Wes Ryan.
2. I am referring to the Charlottesville riots of 11 and August 12, 2017.
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